The changing pathogenicity of Mycoplasma pneumoniae with passage in vitro. Correlates of virulence.
An avirulent strain of Mycoplasma pneumoniae isolated by broth passage failed to produce pneumonia in hamsters. The major biological property lost in this avirulent strain is its ability to attach to the respiratory epithelium. Although the surface protein responsible for the specific attachment of virulent M. pneumoniae has been identified, protein analysis by gel electrophoresis has failed to produce evidence that could account for the loss of virulence in the avirulent strain. It is possible that the binding sites of the avirulent strain have been altered by mutational event(s) without affecting the molecular weight or electrophoretic mobility of this protein. Antigenic determinant analysis of the membrane proteins by the use of monoclonal antibodies is suggested as a relevant approach, which may lead to a better understanding of the molecular basis of attachment.